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THE SECRETARY OF DEFENSE 
WASHINGTON 


4 MAR 1953 


MEMORANDUM FOR THE PRESIDENT 


SUBJECT: The Missile Gap Controversy 


The forecasts during the 1958-1960 period, that in the early 
1960s the U.S. would probably be inferior to the Soviets in inter- 
continental ballistic missile strength, have turned out to be wrong. 


This hindsight, however, does not alter the fact that during 
this four-year period available on Soviet and U.S. missile 
programs indicated that the Soviets would probably hold supericrity in 
numbers of intercontinental missiles during the early 1960s. It was 
generally assured that the Soviets would exploit their apparent lead 
in missile technology demonstrated by the ICBM and SPUTNIK firings 
as early as 1957. The forecasted possibility of a missile gap was 
based on what at the time the best intelligence information available, 
including informed assessments of Soviet ballistic missile research, 
development, and production capabilities, and estimates of Soviet 
intentions and courses of action. 


Equally important, the weaknesses of overall U.S. defense 
policy, of which the “missile gap" became the symbol, were very real 
indeed. Whatever may be said, (in hindsight) of the reality of the 
‘missile gap" there is no question about the reality of a ‘defense 
gap", which required vigorous action by the incoming Administration to 
correct. 


Through 1959, the anticipated existence of a missile gap in the 
early 1960s was not even a matter of debate. The Gaither Report 
(November 1957) and the Rockefeller Brothers Report (1958) were both 
marked by a sense of great urgency on he need for improving U.S. 
defense pregrams. During 1958, the Congress was officially informed 
that a Soviet lead cf 3 to 1 in ICBMs was possible. The unaminous 
House Appropriations Committee report published in May 1959, noted 
that: "It would appear clear from the estimates presented to the 
Committee that the Soviet Union could have three times as many ICBMs 
in position and ready to fire in anger as the United States will have 
during the period of the early 1960s. 


BY 1960, revisions in the intelligence estimates enabled the 
Administration to take a more confident stand in its Congressional 


nerrower mlestion οὗ U,S.-Seviet strength in 
"It hes Leen stetied on previous occasicn 


tresentations. Secretary Vstes ucvertheiess nected in his cpening 
zresentation to the Heese ¢trrrcrriations Ceritter(khat: “IF ve 
coursre the estimated Sceviet ICl! and ca2c-leuncved micsile pregreas 
with plens for deployment of U.S. 1C5"%s end rOL4sRis missiles, we note 
that the Soviets may enjoy δὲ tines a mecerate mumerical suzetricrit 
Curing the next 3 vears ... to psak Curing the 1382 reriod." Gn the 

10Ξς alone, ne netied 
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hat the Soviet sureri- 
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arity in IC3 Is σου] be in the order of 3 to 1 in the period 19¢0-1963, 

Tu:S Stetetent ues besed uren estimates of what the USSR could fprocuce 

in muvbers of missiles end «as not an affirnative <tstimete of fact that 

the USS2 would groiice the nuwber of aissiles required to attain this 

superiority. Cn the besis of our current intelligence estizete, we do 

not new believe that the Soviet superiority in ΟΞ will oe es great 

as that previously estimatec." Tie inteliicgence estinetes ca “hich these 
torouchout 1960. 


statements were besed remained essentially tne sane 
Secretary Gates end other metbers of the Acuinistreticn did net essert 
sctential cep was smeller 


that there would be no missile gép, only t!at the 
than previcusly estineted. Tney clained that, in any case, our DerZense pre- 
srens were adequate since there wes no cverall "Geterrent gap." 


The Administration's confidence that our defense propgrecs ere 


wes not shared, hewever, by 311 those with canplete scc2zss to 
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1,8. sec ty infe:mation, Thus, at the seme time that the Administration: 
in ]260 «zs essuring the Ccnsgress that the potential missile gép as 

staller than previcasly estimeted, and sncujld not be a ceuse of concern, 

the Coolitge Co-nittee, set up by President Lisenhewer, was reporting in 

wa croning sentence of its surmery{$that: "The United States must strengthen 
its cverall defense το ΓΘ, εν «πὰ should do 59 even if it will require ἃ 
substantial inerzese in Defense ixpenditure." 

The CooliGee Canmittee's Rece.iendation Fl reais is) Nirreszactive 
of the neture of Arms Control proposals mede at the coring nesotisetucns, 
the United States should increase its effort to clcse the missile gep end 

ture." 


otherwise pronuptly remedy defects in its cverall defense pcs 


The Coolidge Report spelled out its concern, es it releted to 
the ICBY problem:(9 


Nope Covelorment by the Gceviet Union of 1C5%1's nes 
chenged this [strategicj situation very much for ine 
worse, While the Seviet Union frozably has not at tne 
monent many Οἷς, within the rext two years or so it 
nay have a sufficient number to knock cut mest of SAC 
eng Gestrey cur principal cities in a surprise etieck. 
tnd τὸ στον receive ittle or no warning. Lven wnen 
Ξ Ξ 3 (Lalifscic iticsile Early Verning Systen) is cou- 
sleted, end even if it funeticns es effectively as its 
Cesianers expect, the enount of werning it will give will 
be measured in minutes. Further, there is as yet πὸ known 
defense aezinst ICs"%'s, ené the technical prebDiems involved 
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in crééting a r-lisble defense erainst then seem 

erciTe@ugly diifievlt, And the threet of shorter 

penge missiles ltunched fran Sevict subszerines may 
- be almost as sericus, 

"Tnis Seviet cepability will «exist even after the 
United States has acguired IC34's in cuantity. fut in 
the interim, essuming that the Scviet Union hes then in 
Guentity end we ένα not, the situation will be grave. 
Τὴ interlin period is frequently referred to as ‘the 
miecsile per.' Ger militery leeders ere fully asere of 
ine situation end are endcesvering to counter it by such 
msaSures 2s keeping ἃ Fart of SAC continucssly in ithe 
sir....this report enviséses that we will press ferwerd 
with unileteral measures to shorten the Guration of the 
missile san..." 
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1: “That the United States should increase its efforts to clcse the 


missile csp." And this lenguage «as exceedingly miid ccmpered τ 
views of the Air Force and Air Ferce-minéed pecple. 


Against this background, not surprisingly, defense nolicy 
Sor issue throughout 1960, snd on into the Fresidentiel caa- 


5 ine Gesete cver U.S. defense policy grew, the term "missile 
“301 of what critics felt to be fundamental flévs in 
the woin-Ul.S, ceafense policy. A good deal of whet was seid on both sides 
of the cebeie, by noth the defenders end the critics ‘of the Lisenhcver 
AGMIinistration policv, can only te understood if one bears in mind that 


the context was cne of a larger dehste cver whether the U.S. wes s.akineg 


an adequate response te the new situation inherent in the Soviet ceveloz- 


ment of 108, The term “missile cap" wes a convenient czetch-phrese, end 
as such played a much greater role in the cverall colicy delete than the 
tua words, consicered out of context, might suezest. 
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712 10t, fortunately, develop, the idea of a cap was accep 
» aS εἴ leest a significant possibility by well 
na cut of cevernuent, including the Secretary ὁ SE. 
important then the nunbers debate, the cverall defense defi 
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At the Lezinnine of 1229, 1. 
in 1962 wes revised fron 509, TErsS 
mated as 250-350, with the Air Force Gi 
the first tine, the information with resze oO 10Ξ 5 ~es 5 
terms of "ICSiis for inventory” end "IC3'"s on leunchers." 
include "on leuncher" data vas besed on the belief of the 
cocnunity that by esrly 1960 the Soviets had acquired en i 
ticnal capzbility, end that the deplcyment presram wes a us 
et: end on receznition of the fact that the construction of crers 
rather than the buildup of missile inventcr3 é 
factor in any deployment prcegren, as well es the best measure 
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ic cal Soviet capebility. 2° 


cence estimate that says, 'Tnis Kat the Soviet Union w 


φοὸ 
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auesticn of the "missile gap" end 
stege. This press conference becane the bes 
ccntroversy over what was described in the press as the 
thed of working intelligence estimates -- 1 
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cep" éclate. A review cf KIDS procuces Curing 1260-1252 is ccniein 

in the atteched 10 Septenber 1562 nernctrendum for the Acting Director, 
CIA, fren the Chairuen, Beard of “Nation2l fstinates, "Chenges in etional 
Intellizence Ustinstes on Soviet Leng-Fange Striking rerces." 
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sy Cure 196], «hile there «es consicereble Ciscercerent within 
tne intelligence cowranity, it vss 4rrerent thet Soviet 103" cert yaent 
HéS Ot preceeded ἐς rapidly aS trevicusly estimated. Acceréinely, all 
epencics reduced their estinetes of Soviet ICSNs on Jeunchers in mic-1961, 
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as well as projections through mic-1363. 


In September 1901, the mest dramatic Cown<ard revision in esti- 
"étes tock place, with sener2al ezreetent thet the Seviet 1035} ferce «as 
avast 19-25 launchers at that time, while the tir rorce felt it »2s ebot 
29, En Cenvary 1262, operational ΟΞ launchers were estineted at 3£-50 
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In suwmary, estimates of Saviet iC5") strength for 12982 went 
from 500 in ΣΟ. 1957 (and nore if they ecopted a cresh pregrem) to 


between 35 end 50 in Jenuary 1$62,. 


As stated in the attachnents: . 
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"gne estimates of 1960 end June 1°61 were made on 
the besis of extrenmely frésmentery evidence, Each prce- 
jected a steady buildup of Soviet strength in first- . 
aeler on 1C3%s, consistent with what we believed to 


: τξ 
be the Soviet capability to construct, equip, ém man 
launching facilities. Mew evidence on deployment activi- 
ties end cn FED in seccad-generation IC5% systems subse- 
eiuently led us to ccncJuce that ine Scviets cut back 
tneir first-generetion presren in fevor cof a later buildup 
with better ICdis, We, tnerefere, retuced our estinete 
sharply in Septerder 15:6] Tur @Stinete has since been 
incressed sonewhat brcsur2 of evieence thet the Us3R has 
had exceptional success in cvercasing r° scearch 2nd develcp- 
ment problems with its second-zeneration 1C3%, end that the 


tempo of the deployment prcegram has increased." 


5, therefore, thet the missile gap wes besed on a 
en U.S. 1055 strens th as then prozranczecd, end reescnasle, 
¢ re Seviet 105} strength «hich 
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élincuch errentzois, estin Ξ τῶν 
ΓΘ cenerelly accepted by responsible officials. 
rOsert S. tiche-era 


